R ecently I was interviewed by Life magazine concerning the subject of the soul. The interview was taped and actually turned out to be one of the most interesting conversations I have had in a long time. Before studying to become a nurse, I was an English major bent on becoming a writer. I often buried myself in books, searching for inspirational thoughts that would guide me in becoming a novelist or poet.
The journalist for Life asked many questions that seemed to have no exact answers: "What is the soul? Where does the soul reside? Is the soul conceived at birth or is it developed through the years?" I thought of Plato and his conception of the soul as a combination of intellect, will, and passion. Our conversation became lively as we discussed these issues-then became especially intense as I shared the stories of patients who had received a gift of life. Over the years I have watched many donor families searching for the soul of their loved ones in the given gift.
Television talk shows and the media have communicated the idea that personalities or habits can be transplanted with a heart. Whenever I begin my teachings with patients and families who are being considered for heart transplantation, I discuss the positive and negative aspects of transplantation. I cover rejection and infection as well as medications. I then flash a slide of a certain newspaper headline on the screen: "Nun, 60, Gets Go-Go Girl's Heart and Wins Dirty Dancing Contest." Although this slide inevitably evokes laughter, suspicion and wonder remain in the minds of even the most intelligent individuals.
The topic of love evokes the heart, and we express personality traits in terms of the heart-a "warm-hearted" person, a "heartless" individual. The words "heart" and "soul" are often used interchangeably, or even together-the heart and soul of the matter. When we describe a sad or dispassionate person, we may use the term "lost soul." On the contrary, one who is very passionate about something is described as having soul. Kind people are good souls. And good souls have a warm heart. Heart and soul are again linked with personality. Is this abstract linkage transplanted? In the true medical and biological sense we know it is not … and yet, things happen.… For example, one patient relayed a wonderful story about meeting his donor family. A day after receiving his heart in 1994, this gentleman heard about a 16-year-old boy who had been killed in an auto accident in Maryland. The Washington Post had printed a story about the young man, whose family donated his organs. And whereas the patient knew of the boy's story, he chose not to read it. He simply could not handle knowing that this young man's heart might be beating inside him.
A year later this gentleman met a man who had received a kidney on the same day-also from the 16year-old boy in Maryland. It was a chance meeting. The two men held each other, realizing the link of life they shared. They discussed writing a letter to their donor family to tell them of this fateful meeting and to suggest that they could all meet some day. The donor family quickly responded through our local organ procurement organization. A meeting date and place were coordinated among the families.
Upon entering the meeting room, the heart recipient stayed behind to allow the kidney recipient and his wife to be first. He described being filled with many emotions; the most prominent of which was fear. The donor mom was a nurse. She and her husband shook hands with the kidney recipient and his wife and spoke for a few minutes before the mother turned to the heart recipient and said, "You must have my son's heart." She put her fingers on his radial pulse and said, "Let me touch my son." Then she threw her arms around the heart recipient, put her head on his chest, and said, "I have to listen to my son." Later she asked whether the man had begun to like tacos. He smiled and gently said, "No more than I did before the transplant." She was searching for her son's soul in this man. Her son had a passion for life and a passion for tacos. She wanted to believe that her son's passion lived on with the beating of his heart and the depth of his soul.
Plato wrote about the soul. He believed that although the body dies, the soul continues to live forever, is reincarnated in another body, and returns to the world. Plato's concepts seem ingrained in presentday beliefs … or at least in many present-day phenomena. Spiritual beliefs include doctrines of salvation taught in many religions. After death the Editorial Searching for the soul Searching for the soul person may be saved with the soul entering an eternal state of happiness called heaven. If the person has not been saved the soul might enter hell. Christianity, for example, teaches this doctrine.
When one considers the thoughts of Plato and various religious teachings, it becomes clear why patients dwell on the prospect of adapting their donor's characteristics. And perhaps it helps us to understand why some donor families become so interested in the continued well-being of the gifts of life. We transplant coordinators, physicians, and nurses are technicians in this art of transplantation. We remain students in search of the soul.
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